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  If the National Education and Training Targets are to be achieved then the role of small and medium sized firms will be crucial.  Figures from the Employment Department indicate that firms employing less than "20 people accounted for an estimated 35% of all employment outside central and local government in 1989"; indeed, if we look at slightly larger enterprises, the importance of small and medium sized businesses is further emphasized since "Very nearly half of all non-government employment in 1989 was in firms employing fewer than 100 people" (1992a:p.12).  In the decade of the 1980s there was a growing realisation that the needs of smaller firms in terms of both training and enterprise required a specific response from those organisations seeking to encourage and support this sector.

  In the past, national training policy has often been seen as biased against the interests and methods of smaller firms, where informal on-the-job training as opposed to formal instruction away from the work site is the mainstay of training activities (Bolton Report, 1971; Vickerstaff, 1985: p.55-6).  This has led to an assumption that the British "training disease" is nowhere more keenly felt than in the Small and Medium Sized Enterprise (SME) sector.  In recent years more research into the constraints on training in the smaller firm has begun to show both the typical problems related to size, but also the significant variations amongst small firms according to the industrial sector, markets and technology that they face.  It is too simple to assert that all small firms have a poor record on training, just as it is unrealistic to think that all small businesses want to grow.

  As our understanding of the pressures facing small businesses have improved the research questions have turned more and more towards how best to support training and enterprise activities in this sector.  It has been hoped that the TECs and LECs (hereafter T/LECs), as locally based employer-led organisations, have a delivery structure better suited to the needs of smaller business.  The purpose of the research reported in this paper was to make a preliminary assessment of how the T/LECs have been responding to the specific needs of small firms; although still relatively young the T/LECs should now have been operating long enough to have developed some orientation to small business issues.  Another aim of the research was to provide a means for disseminating ideas and approaches so that the diverse experience of T/LECs could be shared within the training and enterprise policy community.

  The research was conducted via a postal questionnaire sent to all T/LECs in April 1993.  (A copy of the questionnaire is provided in the Appendix to this paper).  Much can be said about the appropriateness of questionnaire surveys and the principles of good design (see, for example, Moser and Kalton, 1971; Marsh, 1984).  However, in reaching over 100 TECS and LECS throughout Britain, a postal questionnaire was the only practicable method available.  Although such surveys display good reliability in that reaction between respondent and surveyor is controlled and the same for all respondents, some problems are unavoidable; respondents do put their own interpretation on questions, thus weakening the internal validity.  However, the greatest potential weakness would be a low response rate which could invalidate general conclusions drawn from the limited sample of respondents.  The guiding principle was, therefore, to make the questionnaire straightforward yet relevant, and to incorporate the guidance on good practice as advised by such authors as Moser and Kalton.  Many questions were designed to elicit facts about the T/LECS (such as whether they had a small-business liaison officer or had tendered under the One Stop Shop initiative).  Other questions requesting opinions (e.g. whether T/LECS should have an economic-planning role) were clearly presented as such and generated a very good response rate.

An initial version of the questionnaire was piloted to a number of T/LECs, small business owners and enterprise agencies.  Useful comments from these were incorporated into the revised questionnaire.  In particular, it demonstrated the difficulty of the T/LECs assigning measures to the degree of small-business involvement.  The first draft asked respondents to estimate quantitative measures of small-business use, for example, what percentage of their youth-training activities was accounted for by SMEs.  Such answers proved almost impossible to obtain and the questions had therefore to be modified to ask for a more general categorization.  The response rate to the questionnaire is 60%, (that is 62 returned questionnaires out of 103).  A rate well over 50% is good for such a survey, but there does always remain the question as to whether the respondents are representative of all T/LECs.  The best evidence that we do have a representative set of respondents is the uniform response rate across the regions of Britain.  The response rate for TECs and LECs was virtually the same, 60% and 61% respectively.  The geographical breakdown of the TEC respondents is given in the following table.  The χ2 statistic very clearly shows that the null hypothesis of no regional variation cannot be rejected.

As yet only a preliminary analysis of the questionnaire results has been possible, before outlining the main findings it is necessary to explain why the questionnaire was constructed in the way it was and why the small firm sector has been seen as presenting particular problems for the T/LECs.


Why are small businesses a problem for T/LECs

Clearly, there is some room for debate as to how "small" should be defined with regard to companies, and indeed, whether size, in itself is a significant variable in explaining company behaviour (Roberts, Sawbridge and Bamber, 1987: pp.200-202).  A number of research projects have shown that small businesses, often defined as those legally independent enterprises employing less than 100 workers, on average spend less on training than their larger counterparts (Training Agency, 1989: pp.24-27; OECD, 1991:pp.153-4).

  Case-study based work has revealed a high degree of unplanned, reactive and informal training activity in small firms, where there is typically unlikely to be a dedicated personnel manager or training officer (Vickerstaff, 1992; Johnson and Gubbins, 1991).  This reactive stance to training is not only a function of size and lack of management differentiation but also the effect of environmental pressures on the small firm which make take a specifically sectoral and/or geographical form, for example, labour market pressures; product market pressures; technological developments; industry sector; local traditions,  (for a fuller discussion of these impacts see Pettigrew, Arthur and Hendry, 1990).  Small firms are not in the same position as some larger organisations to try and exert control over the environments in which they work, therefore business planning tends to be of a relatively short time horizon and the link between business strategy and human resource management is reactive or pragmatic (Johnson and Gubbins, 1991).

  The key problems in training in the small firm have thus been identified as: resourcing the training effort, both in terms of finance and time; finding suitable training, both in terms of the content but also for the relatively small numbers involved; and managing the training effort (Vickerstaff 1992).
  In the 1980s there has been considerable interest and enthusiasm for the small firm sector on the part of governments, as part of the attempt to develop an enterprise culture.  As Curran and Blackburn note, since 1979 governments have introduced over 200 legislative initiatives to encourage the small firm sector (1991: p.176).  Many of these have been targeted towards business start-up and business growth.  Although the Enterprise Allowance Scheme helped to support the entry of many thousands of people into self-employment, there is some debate as to whether the increase in the number of small firms can be directly attributed to such initiatives or whether these measures merely lent force to trends which were already under way, (for a discussion of this issue see Curran and Blackburn, 1991).  
  In the latter half of the 1980s the emphasis began to shift from start-ups to support for existing businesses, (Employment Department, 1992: p.38; Gibb and Davies, 1990: p.15-6).  In the light of the continuing high failure rate of new businesses some have argued that government action should be targeted towards support for the growth and survival of small firms (Hughes p.472).

  Small businesses have not always been the easiest organisations to help and support, the T/LECs as locally based employer-led organisations were hoped to have a closeness to the customer and a credibility with the small firm sector that other mechanisms in the past lacked.  However, from their earliest days the T/LECs  realised that reaching small firms presented particular problems.  In the light of previous research we can summarise the difficulties for any organisation trying to reach small firms under five headings:

the traditional scepticism of small firms about government initiatives; 
the lack of resources in small businesses; 
the fragmented and diverse needs of different small enterprises; 
the fact that many small firms are not part of business community networks;
and finally, 





  The questionnaire was constructed to try and assess the extent to which T/LECs were developing systems and initiatives to overcome some of these barriers.  Before discussing the results we will elaborate on the five aforementioned problems of reaching small firms.

  In many studies small business owners have been shown to be of an independent turn of mind, indeed this is often what has motivated them to go into to business.  They tend therefore to feel that state intervention in their business is unwarranted.  They may feel that their typical relationships with government are negative, for example paying taxes such as VAT etc. (Macmillan, Curran and Downing, 1990: pp.16-7; May and McHugh, undated).  This can lead to what Curran et al have termed a "fortress enterprise" mentality (undated: p.53).

  In the training and enterprise policy areas the previous experience of the small enterprise sector may in many cases be negative.  Over the last thirty years the small business community has felt that training policy tends to be biased against small firms with its concentration on formal methods of training.  There is also evidence that some small companies have found more recent enterprise initiatives such as the Business Growth Training (BGT) schemes paper intensive and time consuming (Vickerstaff, 1992: p.6; Marlow, 1992).  Thus: 
The TECS will have to prove that they do understand and can cater for the needs of small businesses if they are to overcome the historical scepticism that many small companies have for new training initiatives.(Vickerstaff, 1992:9)
T/LECs must therefore have both the means for understanding small firms problems and credible methods for marketing their responses.  Research on the composition of TEC Boards has suggested that small firms are under-represented and that manufacturing tends to predominate over services ( CLES, 1992: Pp.13-4; F.T.  5th July, 1990); both of these may serve to make small business owners feel that the T/LECS do not understand them.    In the questionnaire we sought to look at these issues in terms of measures created to encourage small business involvement in T/LECs but also importantly, the extent to which T/LECs were actually planning or evaluating their impact on small businesses.  We asked whether their were special interest groups targeted towards small business (Question:5); if T/LECs had targets explicitly related to small business in their corporate plan and whether they monitored use of their services in terms of size of business (Questions: 8, 9 and 10).

  On top of the issue of scepticism many small businesses lack the resources to participate in T/LECs or other activities, managerial time is at a premium in most small business where the owner/manager typically works long hours.  Thus, T/LECs need to devise efficient and user friendly methods of contact with SMEs, a couple of questions asked whether T/LECs had a variety of membership mechanisms and what the degree of business involvement in these was.  This was a relatively open question because no one has been able to show a single best mechanism for reaching small businesses.  The diversity of small businesses suggests that a number of approaches will always be necessary, although there is utility in talking about the SME sector this must not obscure the very real differences between small firms depending upon the sector and market place they are in.  Many very small companies under five employees have little or no desire to grow beyond their present scope.  Thus measures targeted towards small businesses, whilst recognising the difficulties of size, need also to be sensitive to sectoral and other differences.

  With this in mind it seems instructive to see what substructures the T/LECs have, in order to explore the impact of geographical, sector or thematic groups in reaching SMEs (Questions: 4 and 5).  We also asked if information was targeted specifically to small business or if there was a small business liaison officer.  Some studies have suggested that one-to-one contact is most suitable for SMEs as it does not disrupt the work pattern and owner/mangers can fit it into the day's schedule ( Fuller, Murphy and Vickerstaff, 1991: pp.567-8; May and McHugh, undated; Marlow, 1992: p.36); it may also appeal to their sense of uniqueness, that is the prevalent belief that their concerns are very individual and specific to their business, eg they may not identify with SMEs as such.

  This last point brings us to the question of networks and the extent to which T/LECs can tap into existing patterns of communication.  Research has shown that often small firms do not even know about government initiatives.  (For example, see Fuller, Murphy and Vickerstaff, 1991:pp 565-6; May and McHugh, undated; Curran, 1992).  This can be explained by the fact that many small firms are not part of established business networks.  This could be related again to the disposition of some small business owners who may not be natural "joiners".  It has been confirmed in a number of independent research projects that the organisations which attract the greatest membership amongst small businesses are trade or industry based associations and Chambers of Commerce, although even the success of these should not be exaggerated (Curran et al, undated; May and McHugh, undated; Fuller, Murphy and Vickerstaff, 1991; Bennet and McCoshan, 1993)

  The other important factors here are the nature of the industry and the extent to which networking is vital to generate business, for example in employment agencies or management consultancies, there may also be scope for local community characteristics and variations.  In the latter regard the CLES report on TECs commented:
"The local political environment into which TECS have been launched has tended...to be an adversarial one." 
This is also reflected in disquiet about the relationships between Chambers of Commerce and TECs, although not problematic everywhere some Chambers have looked upon TEC plans for membership schemes with a degree of worry (Bennet, McCoshan and Wicks, 1990:pp.8-9).  Thus, it seemed pertinent to ask T/LECs about their relationships to other organisations in order to try and assess the extent to which T/LECs were willing or able to try and use existing networks (Questions: 11, 12, 13 and 15).
  Linked to the question of networking is the more general criticism that in the past there was a fragmented system of business support.  (CLES, p.74) In part the T/LECs were hoped to forge local alliances; this was perhaps easier for the LECs who were given explicit economic development roles and responsibilities.  The problem was recognised early on with the array of government departments which had responsibility for different initiatives:
...TECs need links with several departments other than the Department of Employment....it was essential that other departments, such as the Department of Trade and Industry and the Department of Education and Science, should "see TECs as their delivery mechanism locally".  This was particularly important in ensuring that small businesses could obtain advice from a single source." (Employment Committee, 1991: para.30)
It was interesting therefore to ask TECs whether they wanted an economic development and planning role and whether they thought T/LECS should have responsibility for all small business initiatives; in addition respondents were asked whether the Employment Department and the Department of Trade and Industry should merge to have one Ministry dealing with business issues, (Questions: 4, 16 and 17).
  Finally respondents were invited to tell us what initiatives they had launched for small business; what they saw as the greatest problem of integrating small firms into T/LEC activity and what they thought the single most useful initiative would be in encouraging small business to make use of TECs services.
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PRIVATE Region	No. of TECS	No. ofResponses	Expected responses1
London	9 	4	5 
South East	10 	7 	6 
South West	6 	3 	4 
West Midland	10 	8 	6 
East Midlands & Eastern	12 	7 	7 
Yorkshire & Humberside	9 	3 	5 
North West	14 	11 	8 
Northern	5 	2 	3 
Wales	7 	4 	4 
Scotland	11 	9 	7 
Highlands & Islands	10 	4 	6 
Total	103 	62 	

	1 if the national response rate were applied to the individual region






For selected questions, the following tables show the percentages of the 62 respondents that gave that particular answer.

Q.1In which region are you situated?

PRIVATE London	 6.5	North West	17.7
South East	11.3	Northern	 3.2
South West	 4.8	Wales	 6.5
West Midlands	12.9	Scotland	14.5
East Midlands & Eastern	11.3	Highlands & Islands	 6.5






Q.2Do you have or plan to have any of the following?


PRIVATE 	Have	Plan to have	Do not have/no reply
One-stop information shop	 30.6	 66.1	  3.2
Annual subscription scheme	 24.2	 9.7	 66.1
Payment for services	 41.9	 19.4	 38.7
Special information line	 77.4	  4.8	 17.8








Q.3If you answered yes to any of Q.2, what is the degree of involvement of small businesses in the following?

PRIVATE 	Degree of small businesses involvement
	None	Low	Medium	High	Cannot estimate/no reply
One stop information shop	  4.8	  4.8	 9.7	 19.4	 61.3
Annual subscription scheme	 11.3	  6.5	  9.7	 9.7	 62.9
Payment for services	  4.8	 19.4	 25.8	  3.2	 46.8
Special information line	  3.2	 9.7	 24.2	 38.7	 24.2





Q.4Do you have any of the following special-interest groups which meet on a regular basis?

PRIVATE 	Have	Plan to have	Do not have/no reply
Sector groups	 67.7	  6.5	 25.9
Geographical groups	 29.0	  6.5	 64.5
Functional/thematic groups, e.g. IT	 46.8	  0.0	 53.2





Q.5Are any of these special-interest groups specifically targeted towards small and medium sized businesses?

PRIVATE Yes	No	No reply






Q.6Which of the following do you have?

PRIVATE 	Have	Plan to have	Do not have/No reply
Small-business liaison officer	 53.2	  3.2	  43.6





Q.7Do you have a sales/marketing manager or team?

PRIVATE Yes	No	No reply





Q.8Do you have targets explicitly related to small businesses in your corporate plan?

PRIVATE Yes	No	No reply





Q.9Do you monitor use of your services in terms of the size of businesses that contact you?

PRIVATE Yes	No	No reply





Q.10In relation to the following activities, what is the degree of involvement of small businesses?

PRIVATE 	Degree of small-business involvement	Cannot estimate/no reply
	None	Low	Medium	High	
Youth training	   0.0	  16.1	  27.4	  21.0	  35.5
Employment training	   0.0	  21.0	  29.0	  12.9	  37.1
Training credits	  12.9	  9.7	   4.8	  11.3	  61.3
Business growth portfolio	   1.6	  12.9	  40.3	  29.0	  16.2
Information on NVQs	   1.6	  29.0	  24.2	  9.7	  35.5
Enterprise allowance scheme	   1.6	   0.0	  11.3	  75.8	  11.3
Special training provision	   0.0	  24.2	  21.0	  14.5	  40.3
Information on training providers	   4.8	  14.5	  25.8	  14.5	  40.3





Q.11Do you have a formal connection with any of the following?

PRIVATE 	Yes	No	No reply
Group training schemes	  35.5	  43.5	  21.0
MCI network	  72.6	  19.4	   8.1
Industrial Training Organizations	  53.2	  30.6	  16.1





Q.12Do you intend to merge with any other business-support organization?

PRIVATE Yes	No	No reply





Q.13Did you tender for the initial pilot of the "One Stop Initiative"?

PRIVATE 	Yes	No	No reply
	   56.5	   40.3	    3.2
If "Yes", were you successful?	Yes	No	No reply





Q.14TECs should have an economic-development and planning role.
PRIVATE Strongly	Stronglydisagree	agree	
1	2	3	4	5	6	No reply





Q.15TECs and Chambers of Commerce should merge.
PRIVATE Strongly	Stronglydisagree	agree	
1	2	3	4	5	6	No reply





Q.16TECs should take over responsibility for all the DTI's small-business initiatives.
PRIVATE Strongly	Stronglydisagree	agree	
1	2	3	4	5	6	No reply





Q.17 The Employment Department should merge with the DTI.
PRIVATE Strongly	Stronglydisagree	agree	
1	2	3	4	5	6	No reply





Q.20What do you see as the greatest problem with integrating small businesses into TEC activities?





Q.21What single initiative do you think is - or would be - most helpful in encouraging small businesses to make use of TEC activities?















Note: Throughout this questionnaire we define a small business as one employing under 100 staff.







East Midlands & Eastern		Highlands & Islands	




Q.2Do you have or plan to have any of the following?












Q.3If you answered yes to any of Q.2, what is the degree of involvement of small businesses in the following?

PRIVATE 	Degree of small businesses involvement
	None	Low	Medium	High	Cannot estimate







Q.4Do you have any of the following special-interest groups which meet on a regular basis?

PRIVATE 	Have	Plan to have	Do not have
Sector groups			
Geographical groups			

















Q.6Which of the following do you have?

PRIVATE 	Have	Plan to have	Do not have
Small-business liaison officer			
Information targeted specifically to small businesses			




















Q.10In relation to the following activities, what is the degree of involvement of small businesses?















If this information is not readily available, please tick the "Cannot estimate" column.

Q.11Do you have a formal connection with any of the following?



















If "Yes", were you successful?	Yes	No
		

Questions 14-17 are in the form of statements.  Please indicate on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree) the extent to which you are in agreement with the statement.


























Questions 18-21 ask for general descriptions of what you have done and what your views are.  We would be grateful for any information; even the shortest notes would be useful.



















Thank you very much for your time in completing this questionnaire.



